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The purpose of this paper is to present a systematic literature review into the evolution and structure of internet-based ethnographic consumer research during the twenty-year period between 1996 and 2015. The results of a quantitative citation analysis and a qualitative synthesis are presented which demonstrate the limited engagement that marketing researchers have had with the discipline and the limited degree to which the discipline has influenced that literature. This hitherto lack of research presents a significant lacuna and a significant opportunity for marketing scholarship to engage further with that literature. Similarly, there are particular thematic areas where knowledge is currently lacking. Taken together, the quantitative citation analysis and qualitative synthesis demonstrate that netnography is very much an emerging trend in the consumer research literature and there are many theoretical, empirical and practical bases upon which it may be applied, especially in the context of future studies.













The bibliometric approach of citation analysis has been deployed for this paper. During January 2016, a database search using the Thomson Reuters’ Web of Science citation index was undertaken for four multi-year periods of five years duration (1996-2000, 2001-2005, 2006-2010 and 2011-2015). The Web of Science citation index was selected for this study because it has an inherent focus on scholarly journals, specific selection standards (e.g. impact factor, timeliness and peer review) and also tends to rank the more highly ranked journals. Web of Science is one of the main academic databases for studying research contributions and indexes more than 15,000 journals and 50,000,000 articles. Therefore the database can be considered as having high quality and authenticity (Merigo et al., 2015). We focused on research publications written in English, but acknowledge that there was also internet marketing research increasingly published in other languages. The four multi-year periods cover a wide range of years because bibliometric ‘snapshots’ for analysis are inadequate, even periods of five years are not long enough (Van Raan, 1996). The search criteria used were based on three search strings relating to each of these four multi-year periods. The first search criterion contained the words ‘market research’ and ‘ethnography of the internet’ or ‘cyberethnography’ or ‘ethnography on the internet’ or ‘netnography’ or ‘online ethnography’ or ‘virtual ethnography’ or ‘webethnography’ or ‘webnography’ in the topic of the article. The second search criterion repeated the first but replaced the initial word ‘market research’ with the word ‘marketing research’. The third search criterion repeated the second but replaced the initial word ‘marketing research’ with the word ‘consumer research’. These three searches revealed a total of 257 documents which included published articles, book reviews, editorial material and letters to editors. The three searches were then refined to include only journal articles. These searches revealed only 188 journal articles published in 118 inter-disciplinary journals between 1996 and 2015. There was no evidence of any research published prior to 1996. Following these searches, the search criterion for the data obtained was further refined to include only intra-disciplinary ‘business’ and ‘management’ journal articles in the Web of Science citation index. The outcome of this search revealed just 85 journal articles published in 39 journals between 1996 and 2015. Figure 1 presents a histogram demonstrating the category distribution of published interdisciplinary articles for each of the four multi-year periods.

Figure 1: Number of published articles between 1996 and 2015


4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The dataset used for analysis consisted of a total of 188 articles published between 1996 and 2015. In relation to the business and management category articles, the two periods between 1996 and 2000 and between 2001 and 2005 only saw 6 published articles. The period between 2006 and 2010 saw 21 published articles, but the final period between 2011 and 2015 saw the beginning of substantial growth for the discipline with 58 published articles. In relation to the non-business and management category articles, the two periods between 1996 and 2000 and between 2001 and 2005 only saw 2 published articles. The period between 2006 and 2010 saw 19 published articles, but the final period between 2011 and 2015 saw the beginning of substantial growth for the discipline with 82 published articles. In relation to both categories of articles, the total number of references cited out of journal articles by other scholars amounted to 1,770. The three periods between 1996 and 2000, between 2001 and 2005, and between 2006 and 2010 only saw 414 references cited out of journal articles by other scholars, but the final period between 2011 and 2015 saw 1,356 references cited out of journal articles by other scholars, which witnessed the beginning of the growth in references cited in other publications. First, Table 1 presents a snapshot of the top ten most cited scholars’ journal articles for each of the four multi-year periods. A citation value (CV), calculated as the ratio of individual citations to the total citations has been applied to each cited article in each individual multi-year period. The first of the four multi-year periods (1996-2000) saw Kozinets (1997) and Fox and Roberts (1999) appear with a CV of 67% and 33% respectively. The second period (2001-2005) saw Kozinets and Fox and Roberts appear again but with Kozinets (1997, 1998, 2002), with a combined CV of 74%, appearing to have had a major influence on the discipline during the period with three journal articles appearing in the top ten. It was the third period (2006-2010) that revealed a significant increase in the number of journal articles being cited. This period saw Kozinets (1997, 1998, 2002), with a combined CV of 57%, feature strongly, however the same period also saw substantial growth in a number of other scholars’ journal articles being cited.
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The fourth period (2010-2015) also continued to reveal a significant increase in the number of journal articles being cited. Kozinets (1997, 1998, 2002), with a combined CV of 24%, is still revealed to have had a major influence on the discipline with three publications appearing in the top ten, but with other scholars’ journal articles being cited beginning to have an influence on Kozinets. The key reference analysis also provides evidence of the formative, but growing nature of the discipline in marketing literature. With the exceptions of Fox and Roberts (1999), Androutsopoulos (2006) and de Valck et al. (2009), all of these cited publications appear in journals classed as ‘marketing’ by the Chartered Association of Business Schools (2015). Kozinets (1997, 1998, 2002) appears therefore to have had a significant influence on the development of the field of internet-based ethnographic consumer research in marketing literature hitherto. Second, Table 2 presents the top 25 inter-disciplinary journals in the Web of Science citation index ranked according to the impact factor (Garfield, 1972) of their published articles between 1996 and 2015. The 1,770 references analysed appeared from a total of 188 journals. The Journal of Marketing Research, classed as ‘marketing’ by the Chartered Association of Business Schools (2015), clearly leads the table with an impact factor of 240. This is followed by the Journal of Consumer Research with an impact factor of 96 and by Advances in Consumer Research with an impact factor of 72. The leading non-marketing journal is Accounting Organizations and Society with an impact factor of 31. This is followed by Sociological Review with an impact factor of 28 and by Decision Support Systems with an impact factor of 27. The dominance of marketing category journals is further evidenced with six other marketing journals appearing within the top 25 inter-disciplinary journals.

A qualitative synthesis was next performed and examined each studies sample size, data analysis, findings/conclusions, research contributions and suggestions for future research. This was achieved via going through a series of initial and axial coding in NVivo 10. Due to the page limit constraint of this paper, the tabulated results of this analysis are not included. However, a roadmap detailing the main themes from the review as well as future research questions and directions is presented in Figure 2. The preceding citation analysis has revealed the immaturity of internet-based ethnographic consumer research in the literature hitherto with only 188 articles having been published in 118 inter-disciplinary journals between 1996 and 2015. Over 95% of this literature has been published during the two periods between 2006 and 2010 and between 2011 and 2015 thereby indicating the formative, but growing nature of the field. However, only 45% of the literature appears in the ‘business’ and ‘management’ categories in the Web of Science citation index with the remaining 55% having been published in other extra-disciplinary publications. The dominance of ‘marketing’ journals, as classed by the Chartered Association of Business Schools (2015), within the ‘business’ and ‘management’ search categories in the Web of Science citation index is evidenced in terms of the number of journal articles cited in other journals with nine marketing journals appearing within the top 25 inter-disciplinary journals in the Web of Science citation index ranked according to their impact factor. In particular, the Journal of Marketing Research demonstrated the highest impact factor resulting mainly from an article by Kozinets (2002), whose research appears to have had a significant impact on the development of the field in the literature hitherto.

Table 2: Top 25 inter-disciplinary journals’ citation impact
Rank	Journal	No. of articles	No. of times cited	Impact factor
				
1	+Journal of Marketing Research	2	480	240.00
2	+Journal of Consumer Research	1	96	96.00
3	+Advances in Consumer Research	2	144	72.00




8	+Journal of The Academy of Marketing Science	1	25	25.00
9	+Journal of Business Research	12	270	22.50
10	+European Journal of Marketing	5	94	18.80
11	Journal of Electronic Commerce Research	1	15	15.00
12	+Journal of Advertising Research	2	26	13.00
13	Journal of Service Management	1	13	13.00
14	Managing Service Quality	1	11	11.00
15	Information Society	1	10	10.00
16	International Journal of Hospitality Management	1	10	10.00

















The findings from this study have been limited due to the methodological constraints that resulted from the research design and the data set. The first constraint relates to the nature of the database searches of published journal articles. The Web of Science citation index is constantly being updated with new literature as it becomes published therefore, the data collected for this study represents a ‘snapshot’ of data on the database during the short period of data collection. Different keyword searches when undertaking the database searches might have also resulted in different findings. However, the researchers suggest that is reasonable to assume that the journal articles analysed in this paper represent the main research efforts in the field of internet-based ethnographic consumer research. The second constraint relates to the citation analysis of the data sets. Citation analysis is retrospective in nature so developments in the field of internet-based ethnographic consumer research (as with any discipline) appear in the citation data only after some time has passed. A journal article must be exposed to the academic community for a certain period of time before it will be cited enough times to appear in the journal databases. The researchers suggest this was a limitation in the data collection especially for the fourth multi-year period. This study also leaves the need for possible further co-citation analyses to reveal the evolution and structure of the internet-based ethnographic consumer research field (e.g. Acedo and Casillas, 2005) as this formative discipline evolves and further research becomes published in the future.
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